279
Suddenly a police sergeant came galloping on to the
square and drew up his horse in front of the volost build-
ing. He flourished his whip in the air and shouted at the
muzhik. His cries .vibrated against the window, but the
words were lost. The muzhik got up and pointed into the
distance. The sergeant rolled off his horse, tossed the
reins to the muzhik, staggered to the steps, seized the rail-
ing, pulled himself up to the veranda, and disappeared
through the door.
Everything was silent again. Twice the horse dug a
hoof into the soft earth. Into the room came a girl in
her early teens, with yellow hair worn in a short braid,
and soft eyes in a round face. She kept biting her lip and
nodding her head as she carried in a battered tray loaded
with dishes.
"Good afternoon, my dear," said the mother.
"Good afternoon."
When she had placed the tea things on the table, the
girl suddenly announced excitedly, "They just caught a
robber—they're—bringing him here!"
"Who is he?"
"I don't know...."
"Who did he rob?"
"I don't know/' repeated the girl. "I only heard they
caught him. The guard's gone to call the chief of police."
The mother glanced through the window and saw that
peasants were gathering on the square. Some of them
came slowly and sedately, others rushed to the scene,
buttoning up their sheepskins as they came. They gath-
ered in front of the building and stood looking off to the
left.
The girl, too, glanced through the window and ran out
of the room, banging the door behind her. The mother
started at the sound, pushed her suitcase further under
the bench, threw a shawl over her head, and hurried to
the door, suppressing an unaccountable urge to run.
When she reached the veranda, an icy blast seemed
to strike her in eyes and chest; she gasped for breath

